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‘The gardens and parks of the 

National Trust safeguard the 

world’s largest collection of 

cultivated plants.’ 
 

Roy Lancaster 2005 



Stats… 

• 200+ Gardens 

 

• Over 500,000 recorded plants 

 

• 30,000 Taxa (species, sub-species, 

hybrids, cultivars etc, etc) 

 

• 22 National Plant Collections 



Where are these plants? 

• Gardens 

 

• Parks 

 

• Arboretums 

 

• Ornamental and historical landscapes 

 

• Forest ‘Gardens’ 

The variety of places is reflected by the 

variety of plants… 



Sitka spruce at 

Aira Force 



Mammillaria bombycina at Dyffryn 



Veteran sweet 

chestnut at Ashridge 



Lots of cultivars… 



Nymans 

Weinmannia trichosperma 
Eucryphia 



Roses of Mottisfont 



Walled Garden at Knightshayes 



Dyffryn 



Parkland cedar 

at Croome Park 



Treescape at 

Stourhead 



Arboretums and forest gardens 



genius loci.  

 
A Latin phrase meaning the 

spirit of a place, used to mean 

the unique, cherished and 

distinctive aspects of a place. 

 

Plants are significant 

contributors 



Hanbury Hall 



Glendurgan 



Scene setters at Montecute 



Bodnant 



Duke of Cambridge oak 

at Beningbrough 



Plants of Association 



Tolpuddle sycamore 



Wilson’s maple 

at Dyffryn 



Preservation and Conservation 



The big challenges 

• Huge numbers of plants 

 

• Wide diversity 

 

• Distinct and varying significance 

 

• Lack of knowledge 

 

• Lack of skills 



 Endangered plants 

Rhododendron magnificum 



Fitzroya at Trelissick  



Conserving old varieties 



Why conserve cultivated 

plants? 



Threatened cultivars 



Brickell (1977) 

 

‘…to conserve the unique gene pool of 

accumulated variation from centuries of 

selection and breeding, a resource of 

great economic potential and heritage 

value’.  

Plant Heritage Objective: 



…and we can’t conserve 

everything 

Cultivar pool 
New cultivars from 

hybridisation, selection 

and ‘accidents’ 

Genetic instability 

Nobody wants them 

Forgotten 

replaced 



Finding the golden nuggets 



When it 

works…  



Shhhh. Plant conservation 

operations!  



Ready to go 



Wimpole’s 

South Avenue 

(elm P.1720) 

in 1949 



West Avenue18th Century 

survivors  





Where next? 

 

• Review our current collections against 

objectives: value for wider plant 

conservation and their contribution to 

spirit of place  

• Clear objectives and ‘tests’ for new 

collection proposals 

• More emphasis on collaborative 

‘dispersed’ collection 

• Improved curatorship, monitoring, 

reporting and information exchange   



Linking National Plant Collections to 

conservation of valuable threatened 

cultivars 



‘There are no gardening mistakes – only 

experiments’ Janet Kilburn Phillips 

 

‘Collecting at its best is very far from mere 

acquisitiveness; it may become one of the most 

humanistic of occupations, seeking to illustrate by 

the assembling of significant reliques, the march of 

the human spirit in its quest for beauty...’ Arthur 

Davison Ficke 

 

‘Take the rose—most people think it very beautiful: I 

don’t care for It at all. I prefer the cactus, for the 

simple reason that it has a more interesting 

personality….’ Charles Proteus Steinmetz   
 



Thank You! 

Bodnant Garden 


